On looming
Feeling more unsettled than soothed by all this I step back. And then I observe that the sea horizon to the north is more than a line intersecting the blue. It' s actually holding up something-a cluster of vertical shapes, the high-rises of Surfers Paradise. These objects, too, seem not to scale: they are too big for the distance at which I know they are. They seem to be, well ... looming. I had experienced looming once while looking from the shore at a ship off Caloundra but didn't understand it until I came across a reference to it in John R. Stilgoe' s Alongshore, a treasure chest of information on such matters. 1 Given an atmosphere that produces abnormal refraction, distant objects, particularly at sea, appear much larger or can even be seen when they are technically beyond the horizon. It' s rare but it can happen. Now the looming of Surfers Paradise as experienced from Coolangatta may be more imagined than real. But the view of Surfers, either from the sea or from a southern promontory such as Burleigh Heads or Point Danger near Coolangatta, is endlessly reproduced and promoted photographically and, regardless of whether 'natural' looming occurs, the same effect is achieved mechanically by way of a telephoto lens.
So, Gold Coast high-rises are big and tall and sometimes they appear or are made to appear bigger and taller than they really are. They also loom large in other ways. They are part of the fabric and fantasy of the Gold Coast. They are its supreme icons. Only nine per cent of the permanent population lives in high-rises and the canal estates have considerable local cachet and appeal. Yet the city turns to its high-rises not only to promote itself to the rest of the world, but also to hold its own self-image: the Gold Coast City Council sponsors a 'heritage' architectural guide to tall buildings on the Gold Coast; the Gold Coast Bulletin constantly features articles on new high-rise plans and developments, high-rise architects, builders and developers, and high-rise residents. No-one seems to complain about views being obscured, at least publicly, and the shadows-on-the-beach argument, once a talking point, has been abandoned-in resignation, perhaps.
Who occupies these Gold Coast high-rises? A rule of thumb for apartments in many buildings is one-third owner occupied, one-third permanent rental, one-third holiday rental.
Some high-rises are exclusively residential, others provide mainly resort-style holiday accommodation. There are million-dollar residential penthouses or you can pick up a one-bedroom unit with sea view for under $150,000. There' s more diversity than might be expected. These are places where 'ordinary' Australians and their families can live, retire or enjoy a holiday by the sea with a view. Local students, particularly international students, can afford to share older apartments such as those in the Golden Gate, once owned by federal politicians but now rented out to Norwegian students. The more up-market blocks have their own private entertainment and leisure areas and could therefore be accused of discouraging a community-centred public culture. On the other hand, concentration of population afforded by high-rise living in such places as Surfers, Broadbeach and Main Beach has helped create a fairly vibrant street-centred environment in those locations, at least in comparison to the inward-looking mentality encouraged by the Coast' s canal estates.
There are, of course, dwellings that still exist in the shadows of the high-rises: the decaying fibro and tin holiday 'shacks' and 'six-pack' walk-ups, worth heaps on paper to their owners but mostly rented to the unemployed, single parents, the chronically ill and the aged poor of whom the Gold Coast has more than 'average' numbers. The old fibro houses and wornout 'units' serve as a reminder that all is not golden on the Gold Coast. They provide an ironic contrast to the gleaming towers-ironic in the sense that what might be construed as authentic remnants of a beach holiday heritage are actually housing the contemporary underclass of Gold Coast residents. Perhaps that is why the 'looming effect' of natural illusion is duplicated by an equally illusory promotional photography-the foreshortened perspective of the telephoto lens both magnifies and compresses the high-rises, erasing the shadows and the spaces in between and all the infelicities that they contain.
What, then, is the appeal of the Gold Coast high-rise? What is the value of its ocean view?
What other kinds of values, meanings and identifications can be attributed? What do they tell us about the way we see ourselves and our environment, both built and natural? How do they reflect and help determine visual cultures and the cultural constructions and social practices of space and place?
A short-and personal-history of the australian sea view
In Australia today, a sea view is a valued and hence valuable commodity. But as Alain Corbin has convincingly explained, the sea until the eighteenth century was viewed with fear and loathing. 2 It was a foul place full of disease and death, and to be avoided at all costs unless you were cut out to be a sailor. Then the sea became aestheticised and romanticised. It attracted artists and poets and soulful travellers who brooded on its deeper meaning from soaring cliffs.
At roughly the same time it was medicalised but in the nicest way: the sea was healthy and invigorating and therefore should be entered at regular intervals. Then Australia was colonised and like all good colonials we followed the fashions of the mother country and eventually took to the water but not before many a settler was drowned when ships hit rocks or misjudged river bars. Finally, in the early years of the twentieth century, white Australians started beaching and swimming and putting up houses near the sea and developing something called beach culture.
White Australians may have holidayed, picnicked and promenaded by the sea and increasingly baked on beaches and surfed the waves from the first half of the twentieth century, but there is cause to question whether during this period they placed a premium on residential Until the opening up of the northern beach suburbs much of the city' s headland space was reserved for public and institutional use-parks, golf courses, cemeteries, sewage outlets, lighthouses, religious and military establishments, rifle ranges, contagious diseases hospitals, and so on. This would have restricted the growth of private dwellings and perhaps reduced interest in sea view properties. But I would suggest that, more significantly, the sea view properties that were built were relatively close to (and thereby associated with) those reminders of human waste and mortality and the stresses of urban modernity combined perhaps with memories of invasion threats (first the Russians then the Japanese) and the ships that never made it through the Heads. Parks and golf courses may have been relatively anodyne but the ever present and conspicuous lavatory blocks foretold of the sewage being pumped into the polluted sea from the other side of the cliff.
And then in the late fifties and into the sixties the sea view became a more sought after and valuable commodity. Nevertheless, returning to our historical survey, it is evident that the sea view did gain status and value in Sydney mid-twentieth century, and this coincided with the onset of high-rise home units. In 1960 the first high-rise on the Gold Coast-the nine storey Kinkabool-was built at Surfers Paradise. The idea of living high at the beach was not an immediate success:
there was plenty of space close to the beach and the canal estates were beginning to take off.
But the Gold Coast was a long, flat forty kilometre sand dune broken up by only a few small headlands. The only way to provide a sea view for the expanding permanent and tourist population was to build up. And this is where the realty hedonics of 'location, location, location' took over with the value of any high-rise apartment being plotted proportionally to its height from the ground or distance from the beach. 6 Thus the economic value of a highrise apartment was determined by spatial measurements combined, as always, with the laws of supply and demand.
The symbolic value of the sea view
But why the attraction of the sea view in the first place? Two broad background explanations present themselves. First there is the well-documented and discussed movement of population from the inland and the capital cities to coastal communities, although not all the driftersthe lifestyle changers, retirees and soon-to-retire baby boomers-are content with fishing villages or totally planned communities. Many want the sea plus a sophisticated urban lifestyle with the opportunity for more plebeian pleasures-a Gold Coast kind of lifestyle. Second, proximity to the sea-for the wealthier a sea view-heralds a return to a more 'natural' environment and lifestyle, nature being represented by that last 'true' wilderness, the sea.
While soil degeneration, and uncertainty and ambivalence over land ownership or 'title' rule the real and imagined landscape, the seascape can be contemplated from a safe distance as relatively benign yet vast, deep and unfathomable, but above all empty-a virtual mare nullius.
These general cultural explanations-the desire for both an 'escape' or sea change and for proximity to natural wilderness-are reflected specifically in the Gold Coast high-rise apartment which can be similarly double-coded. First, it affords a distancing or escape, when required, from the street, the beach, the shopping mall, the theme park and other manifestations of popular and peopled places below, and provides the option of viewing the passing -parade from a position of elevated security. Second, it yields up a view seaward towards an infinity of natural, uncomplicated and relatively uncorrupted wilderness. And here there may be vestiges of the nineteenth-century romantic gaze which John Urry suggests is still discernible and in fact undergoing a nature-celebrating resurgence within contemporary tourism. 7 The contemplative and/or transcendent seaward gaze has its roots in the Romantic movement and Burkean notions of the sublime and stretches to Paul Virilio lyrically describing his first sight of the sea on the Breton coast. 8 Closer to home-right at home, in fact-Australian novelist David Malouf, who lives in a Gold Coast high-rise for part of the year, talks in a video documentary about the detachment and anonymity this affords him. The video shows him observing life on the beach from his balcony and gazing out to sea with an introspective aira seemingly perfect practical and metaphorical location for this celebrated author and poet, and for other writers including Matthew Condon and Frank Moorhouse. 9 
Views, high-rises and gender
Lest the sublime and romantic oceanic gaze be construed as a purely masculine pursuit, I refer you to Anne Mellor' s study of nineteenth-century romantic women writers and their use of the 'feminine' or 'domestic' sublime which, unlike the male desire to transcend and control the natural world, attempts to connect with it. 10 This is taken a step further by John Pipkin who identifies a 'material sublime' among nineteenth-century women writers whereby the contemplation of nature, including the sea, underscores the material suffering and endurance of their everyday lives. 11 A related but different set of issues is the subject of Lisa Tickner' s research into the beach and sea paintings of Vanessa Bell, sister of Virginia Woolf. Tickner is interested in the ways in which the sea and the colour blue have been associated with the feminine and maternal. She quotes Julia Kristeva' s study of Giotto' s use of blue which because of its 'unfocussed' nature and peripheral perception has a 'decentering effect returning the subject to an archaic moment of maternal dependency'. 12 She also links the maternal associations of blue to the religious and spiritual sphere, drawing attention to the blue robes of the virgin in early Renaissance art. Australia had added attitudes to dwelling location, prospect and design to attitudes to interior furnishing and decoration as this would have delivered a little more 'grounded' comparative research. 13 But even then, the only way to empirically gauge attitudes to sea views from Gold Coast high-rises would be to do the necessary research-a future project, perhaps. In the meantime, the only piece of empirical research I've come across regarding the value of the view in high-rise living-a survey of American college students-showed that women are more likely to focus on the view as a high-rise positive, while men are more inclined simply to value the idea and experience of height. 14 Bennett, Emmison and Frow do provide a measure of support for this kind of gender difference within a similar context in one of their findings: more women than men adopted the aesthetic term 'beautiful' when responding positively to landscape as a possible subject for a photograph. More men preferred the word 'interesting'. 15 Such empirical research encourages the hypothesis that while women favour both height and a view for aesthetic reasons, men are more inclined to value height for the symbolic mastery it affords and a view for whatever of interest it can deliver. 16 Indeed, within the context of cultural studies the topic of tall buildings, height and verticality is invariably linked to the vision thing-the lofty ocular authority and dominance of the male gaze. 17 The most salient issue in any discussion of the gendered high-rise view is the symbolic association of high-rise (or skyscraper) with dominant masculinism mainly by virtue of its phallic shape. Some architectural historians and theoreticians have linked the vertical form itself-including towers, columns, ziggurats, pyramids-with masculinism, the horizontal form with the feminine. 18 Others have been content to place a more specific emphasis on the symbolic relationship of the soaring office tower to the male business leader and masculinist business culture. And so dominating height, the capturing of expansive views of the city and phallic form all appeal symbolically to the corporate male, reinforcing his status, pride and power while upholding patriarchy in general. 19 Such symbolism-or its revelation-is equally appealing to the critical intellectual for different reasons, although for Meaghan Morris the phallic connection is so obvious to everyone that it can be used as a kind of red herring to divert attention away from the real masculine wealth and power operating at the big end of town. 20 It is easier to apply the phallic connection to the city office tower than it is to the high-rise residential. With the former we are concerned with what has been conventionally designated as the masculine public sphere, with the latter the feminine private sphere-although the growing instability of such traditional dualisms has been widely discussed. 21 Nevertheless, with the high-rise residential we are dealing with spaces occupied, and in many cases presumably enjoyed, by women as well as by men and family units. I am not arguing that the symbolic masculinity associated with the corporation skyscraper miraculously disappears with the residential or resort high-rise (and it could always be claimed that women who occupy such buildings are merely passively accepting masculinist architecture). I am, however, suggesting that the contemporary residential and resort high-rise may not need to be essentialised as masculinist and that it might be read as a little more symbolically diverse and complex and therefore a little more interesting.
I would hazard that nowhere is this heterogeneity more noticeable and interesting than among the high-rises of the Gold Coast, some of which could be read as decidedly feminine or, if you prefer, the least masculine that it is possible for a high-rise to be. I'm referring to a number of residential and resort buildings constructed from the mid-eighties until recently, the design of which could be loosely described as architectural postmodernism. And so we have buildings such as: the Grand Mariner, true, a masculine name, but a structure feminised by its colours which change as the building rises from purple and pink at the base through to shades of mauve and blue as the eye scans upwards; Carmel by the Sea, resplendent in bridal white; Belle Maison, with its whimsical roofing of mansards and minarets in vaguely federationist domestic style; and, my favourite, the voluptuously rounded Rivage Royale, pretty in pink and pastel shades and with a fashionable bare midriff and exposed navel. My aim here is not just to offer a personal 'view' of a few Gold Coast high-rises-another desiring male gaze that has feminised the objects of that gaze-but rather to argue that buildings such as these don't have to be confined to a singular, symbolic universe of phallic masculinism.
And to further illustrate the mixed and mercurial gendering of the Gold Coast high-rise, a neo-modernist phallicism seems to be emerging with the 'elliptical and seamless' design of the new Liberty Panorama, an appearance 'evident in many year 2000 products ranging from new release motor vehicles to appliances and furnishings', as the promotional material puts it. According to Jeremy Gilbert-Rolf, seamless and 'blank' design is associated with the speed and instantaneity of electronic information technology. 22 The 'wiring up' for high-tech appliances is a transpiring feature of high-rise development and publicity. Other features of the Liberty Panorama are 'the external blades running down the side of the building to help energy conservation and maximise privacy'. Determining the symbolic implications of these external blades could be an intriguing exercise. In the final analysis, though, one might have to conclude along with Diana Agrest that 'the skyscraper is an empty signifier that can assume and attract different meanings'. 23 Nevertheless, 'these buildings take their meanings in relation to their contexts'. 24 The Gold Coast, and particularly Surfers Paradise, is clearly a context which popular discourse has been constantly feminised. 25 Indeed, taking a step further, postmodern-era Gold Coast high-rises might be contextualised to the point of asking if they constitute a variety of 'critical regionalism' -a potential 'architecture of resistance'-at least when compared with the globally homogenised and masculinised metropolitan corporate skyscraper. 26 
On mirrors and windows
One whole wall of the living room in Aunty Enid' s holiday apartment is a mirror-a common phenomenon in such apartment blocks and constituting (we might boldly conjecture) the mirror phase of Gold Coast high-rise development. The mirror is positioned so that it reflects the outside view and creates (for the uninitiated viewer) first, the rather uncanny fleeting experience of mistaking the mirror image for the real view and second, not so much a double vision as a reverse angle virtual image that appears to double the horizontal expansion of the view to be had through the window or on the balcony. But more engrossing still is the effect when the mirror reflects an angled extension of the window and what lies beyond it (the view) plus what may be placed in front of it-a sofa, say. If you sit on a particular sofa and look towards the mirror you will have the strange experience of witnessing one of those Norman Ross furniture advertisements that feature in the glossy magazines but with you actually occupying a piece of the furniture. Even stranger, you will see yourself on the sofa looking into the room with the view behind you-the view that you would never behold were you sitting on the sofa without the benefit of the mirror. So the mirror gives you the sea view and a view of yourself in front of the view. Furthermore, the mirror image that you see can be imagined as the 'real' sight of yourself that others would have were they to enter the apartment.
The mirror affords you the pleasure and knowledge of seeing yourself and the view you possess as you and it would be seen by others. The view is available but only in the context of your own presence inside the apartment. The point of view of yourself and imagined others is now internally focused. In his meditation on light and windows, Thomas Keenan re-examines the question of whether the window' s main function (both actual and metaphorical) is to let the gaze pass through (a framed view) or to let light in to illuminate but also to expose. 27 What happens when you insert a mirror-a Gold Coast mirror-into the picture? Here the mirror integrates (or desegregates) rather than balances the external and internal, providing an alternative configuration that accepts the external view, but only as a scene against which foreground figures and objects are arranged and recognised.
A move indoors?
Not all Gold Coast high-rises have internal wall mirrors, but those that do create images that have an uncanny resemblance to an increasing proportion of sales and promotional imagery of Gold Coast apartments. Or to put it the other way around: the promotional imagery seems to be repeating the kind of images produced by the mirrors. The classic Corbusian image of the lone individual looking out to the view is being replaced or supplemented by individuals (or more often couples or groups) either facing inwards or interacting socially with the view as backdrop to the conduct of social or personal relationships amidst the artefacts of internal, domestic life. 28 Take, for example, the prominent and continual advertising images created for the Deepwater Point Apartments and displayed every weekend in the Gold Coast Bulletin. One image employed is a 'pure' view of the Broadwater and the sea beyond and is encaptioned: 'Your private view that will last forever'. As such it conforms to conventional values of privacy, ownership, and exclusiveness-a view to forever possess and command.
-Other advertisements in the campaign provide images of couples or groups of couples (always heterosexual) enjoying an intimate breakfast or morning coffee in 'veranda rooms' equipped with fashionable furniture and designer accessories. In these ads, the view is still an important and necessary part of the message but the couples can somewhat insouciantly ignore it, concentrating on other pleasures, yet confident in the knowledge that the view is still 'there'.
In another advertisement a couple is seen disporting on a lounge with the view behind-a modern version of Gainsborough' s much analysed painting of Mr and Mrs Andrews except that these hip young moderns don't own the combined land and seascape-just the vision of it. And yet they are more interested in each other and in reading a copy of Vogue than adopting the proprietorial air of the Andrews (or at least Mr Andrews). 29 The copy of Vogue has a deeper symbolic resonance in this context: high-rise sales ads are placing much more emphasis on luxury internal fittings such as imported tiles and European bathroom appliances as well as generally promoting 'superior' interior design features-part of a general surge, we are told by the Australian Magazine, of interest in interiors spurred on by the move to New York-style loft apartments in Sydney and Melbourne CBDs. 30 On the Gold Coast the move indoors is further characterised by the obligatory air-conditioning installed in recently constructed high-rises which further detaches the view so that it becomes a mere scenic backdrop to internal concerns. 31 Even the beach has become internalised in the Chevron Renaissance Towers (under construction) which will incorporate 'beaches in the sky', a Similarly, I think it is possible to detect a broader movement away from the sea and the beach. Up until the eighties it was acceptable for the fashion-conscious to be seen sunbathing on the beach and venturing into the surf; now it is de rigeur to be seen in a café overlooking the beach or rather in sight of the passing parade on the promenade. These days the main attraction at Main Beach Gold Coast is not the main beach but rather the café society that has sprouted along Tedder Avenue which is not even in viewing distance of beach or sea. The same sensibility applies to Bondi-and perhaps even Cottesloe.
Conclusion: other views, other values
What these images and developments suggest in toto, then, is a tendency to shift prime focus away from the sea view as a dominating spectacle that attracts, holds and rewards the outwarddirected, panoramic gaze. Focus has moved towards ensembles of internal configurations and interactions of bodies and objects in which identity and subjectivity are reflected and con- One can detect a cultural process-broad temporal shifts in tastes from a time when the sea view was subordinate to other water views to the present when a sea view is arguably the most valued of all views. But again one can observe that the contemporary value of the sea view is multi-faceted and contingent on a diversity of cultural influences-gender being one that requires further consideration. I have also argued that the outward-looking sea view from the high-rise is becoming increasingly complementary to a gaze that employs it as a scenic backdrop, or supplementary and perhaps subordinate to a gaze that is increasingly attracted to internal activities, objects and relationships. I also somewhat belatedly and briefly want to raise the spectre of internally positioned, screen-centred technologies affording limitless and instantaneous visual experiences unbounded by any horizon or wall. Belatedly and briefly because I believe it premature to pronounce the demise of the sea view in favour of a new era of viewing practices based on the screen. Nevertheless, I have identified signs of a broad shift of emphasis away from an external and perhaps introverted gaze towards a preoccupation with internal, more tactile 'surface' reflections which we noticed in the mirrors and may well notice further in the correspondence of seamless, smooth and 'blank' external and internal design with the equally smooth surface of the screen. And if this trend continues, then the most valued of all views will be the one afforded not by the wall-sized window or mirror but by the wall-sized screen, although whether Aunty Enid-and before her Aunty Marge, and even David Malouf-would agree with this proposition is another matter.
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